I n a 1995 survey, The Public Pulse, the Roper Starch Company reported that staying in luxury hotels had risen to the top of the list of American status symbols. Commenting on this development, Roper Starch's analysts wrote:
That's quite a change from the 198Os, when status was associated more with prestige, like being a top executive of a large corporation or belonging to a private club. The [status symbols] Americans aspire to don't involve power or prestige so much as personal Despite the emergence of staying in luxury hotels as a status symboland the current strong performance of upscale hotels-we have found little attention being paid by the hospitality press to the meaning of status.2 For its part, the industry has not missed the renewed interest in upscale accommodations." We believe, however, that hotel operators should consider the implications of status theory in attracting customers and thus avoid a repeat of the unsuccessful, amenities-laden approach that engaged so many hotel companies in the 1980s.
Status is not merely a matter of bricks and mortar (or of marble and chandeliers). Rather, status is an intangible and changeable element that is "in the eye of the beholder." Simply replicating a successful competitor's physical features or service levels, for example, will not necessarily result in status recognition for a hotel chain, as several operators learned in the 1980s (and even earlier). Clarion, Renaissance, and Crowne Plaza, for instanceeach of which was developed by a mid-level operator-struggled for cachet. Only in the 1990s have those brands (separated from their original firms) gained upscale status. Even then, they do not approach the status levels of more distinctive operators. In giving the above examples and others throughout this article, we do not imply that those hotels are not well run, but certain chains or properties have captured a status position, as judged by outside observers, while others have f&d to do so.' This article attempts to capture the essence of how status applies to some luxury hotels but not to others. We argue that status hotels constitute a discrete group that uses status as a point of differentiation. The point of difference between these hotels and their non-status (albeit luxurious) counterparts may be traced specifically to the status hotels' ability to broadcast their status. This point is important for operators that have acquired upscale chains, as Marriott has done with its partial takeover of Ritz-Carlton and acquisition of Renaissance; Sheraton in its purchase of CIGA and subsequent acquisition by Starwood; and Radisson's license arrangement to operate Regent properties. Good as they are, Marriott, Sheraton, and Radisson are not generally known as operators of status hotels (although one or another of Sheraton's "luxury collection" properties, now owned by Starwood, may hold that distinction). Precisely because fivestar hotels seek to sell status rather than mere lodging. these companies must consider the meaning of status if they wish to gain the necessary cachet for their chains.
In this article we distill from existing literature a theoretical consen- You shouldn't have. The essence of Veblen's theory is that paying a lot of money for an item feels good and it impresses others, especially when it exceeds rational budget limitations. Expensive things are effective status symbols, and a high price can actually increase demand for some goods. This is the so-called Veblen effect. Simply put, some people are willing to pay a premium for a status-worthy product or service.
Veblen's theory departs from that of Smith on the relationship between price and quantity. Smith posited that buyers would generally choose the most rational balance between price and quality to achieve value, and that lowering price while maintaining quality would increase value and therefore quantity of purchase. Veblen recognized, however, that status alters the classic rendering of the value equation.'" Lowering the price of a Mercedes-Benz, for instance, will probably not increase sales. To the contrary, Mercedes survives as a status symbol because it is expensive and allows the owner to make a statement:"1 have spent a lot of money for this car, more than most other people spend on their cars." The experience of Cadillac in its several failed attempts to make a downsized model (e.g., Catera, Alland, Cimarron) demonstrates this principle.
9For a discussion of Vet&n, see Bagwell and Bernheim, "Veblen Effects in a Theory of Conspicuous Consumption," American Economic Revieut, June, 1996, pp. 349-373. lo Ibid.
The Veblen effect extends to hotels. Overlooking the relationship of price and status, some observers have criticized upscale hotels for fostering the development of the midscale hotel segment through their insistence on maintaining high rack rates." Yet a top-level hotel such as Four Seasons will not greatly increase its popularity or profitability by lowering its rates, and it risks damaging its upscale image if it offers discounts. Indeed, the unwillingness of such firms as Four Seasons and Ritz-Carlton to sacrifice price integrity even in the midst of the recession of the early 1990s elevated them into a distinctive product class among status-seekers. thiness.14 Paul Blumberg, for instance, proposed a particularly useful point when he suggested that symbols (i.e., products or services) must be both socially desirable and scarce to be effective in communicating status. Embedded within the ideas of socially desirability and scarcity are a number of key considerations for understanding the meaning of status worthiness. We suggest that the most notable among these is quality Excellent quality is an essential element in the social desirability of a product or service. A poor product cannot become a status symbolexcept perhaps by the backward logic of being so bad that it exceeds all expectations, as in the case of the Edsel." Marriott launched its Marquis brand in part as a top-quality convention property. The flagship Times Square Marquis, excellent though it may be, has still failed to establish itself as a generally recognized status symbol, at least in part because the property's physical size impedes the service finesse associated with a great hotel offering.16
Although maintaining high quality seems to be essential in establishing a product's or service's social desirability, efforts to upgrade the quality of existing products and services does not necessarily improve their status. We already mentioned Cadillac's ill-fated attempts to launch a small car to compete with European and Japanese imports. In developing its small cars, Cadillac was a~empting to meet a revised stan- 
Synopsis of Status Theories: The Lessons Learned
As discussed in the accompanying article, a status-worthy product, service, experience, or position must be both socially desirable and scarce to command that status worthiness. What we have learned about status generally can be summarized as follows.
l Status symbols must be socially desirable and scarce. l People are happy to pay premiums to secure status re~n~ion (Veblen effect), and di~ounting may unde~ine the scarcity and social desirability of a product or service. l Quality is important in status expression, and quality must be ongoing and uncompromising for status recognition to remain pure. However, quality improvements alone cannot guarantee status affiliation. l Status symbols must be recognized across significant populations if they are to be effective, although various sub-segments of a population may have different specific status associations. The specific associations of products must be synchronized with their target markets to develop status worthiness.
l Because quality and money are no longer particularly scarce, understated taste and geniuneness are modem status ideals. Being the original is key to status positioning.
l The availability of fraudulent symbols (e.g., faux marble) has resulted in an increase in the roles of history and tradition in status display.
l Marketing, advertising, and public-relations efforts can play a vital role in status development and the ongoing wooing of tastemakers, but the temper and style of those efforts must be considered wisely.
l Status symbols are dynamic and change with fashion. Status symbols may be the product of long-term demographic patterns.
l Because status is fashion conscious, a product or service may experience a "status life cycle," particularly if alterations are not made or cannot be made in product and service offerings to ensure adaptation to changing ideals.
Finally, it is important to recognize that status is a powerful yet int~nsically irrational motivator of consumer behavior. Because status is based on ir~tionali~, strategic Initiatives based on existing rational business modeis may have little effect in changing status recognition. Status is a matter of perception, not merely of specific tangible traits. Although management can supply the conditions consistent with status credibility, they must realize that, in the final analysis, it is a hotel's five-star guests that make it a five-star hotel. cognoscenti. The product must be well enough known to make a statement to associates, but not so Although Four Seasons is a broadly recognized status symbol within the hotel community, other hotels may hold even higher status for niche segments. Within the context of New York City hotels, for instance, many travelers would accept the prevailing sentiment that the Four Seasons New York is the city's finest hotel. I9 Certain market segments, however, might be more impressed by (and ascribe greater Social desirability need not be universally accepted, and a status product or service may thus occupy a market niche. Indeed, one of the implications of high price is exclusivity. Sometimes status is associated with a product's being known only to a narrow segment of society. The This venerable and deteriorating product or experience gains structure has served as home to many of the city's finest writers and a certain aura that did ~,~~~~~o~"6,~g~~~~~~~~~ents not formerly exist.
hard-won validity, and the holding of unchanging core values without regard-for the opinions of the majority.
The importance of association to status is such that changing a product or service can be dangerous, because one risks muddling the message. The fall of lzod's alligatorlogo apparel provides one example of how an attempt at mass marketing muddled the message. The arty, fashion crowd attracted by Schrager's hotels would unquestionably be put off if Morgans were made larger or more comfortable, for it would lose its minimalist design conformity and would compromise its reputation for artistic purity. Devotees of the Hotel Chelsea's bohemianism would be horrified at any gentrification effort. Adding polish to the hotel's interior (or to its front-desk clerk) would undermine its current association with unvarnished genuineness. The opening, according to fashion theorists, comes from societal status leaders and experts, who assist the general population in forming opinions about the social desirability of a product or service.25 As celebrities, the socially elite, recognized designers, critics, and distinguished distributors begin to adopt products or services, those items become desirable through their association with accepted tastemakers. Consumers then seek to adopt the new socially desirable product or service in their own lives.
The classic destination-life-cycle theory is based on that concept of desirability by association.2" A destination is "discovered" by trend setters, who are followed by travelers who want to be in trendy places. Tourism purveyors take note and soon the destination has larger crowds. Eventually the destination (or a product or service) is abandoned by key tastemakers when it is overtaken first by laggard "tourists," and then may find its ultimate status-worthy symbols must be rare, contends Paul Blumberg, if only because they are out of the reach of the masses.'" We alluded to this point above with the Izod example. The fact that certain products and services cannot be acquired by the masses is key to their success in broadcasting the achievement or rank of the individuals who consume those products and services.
Many fashion designers in the 1980s learned a hard lesson when they undermined their credibility as status leaders by appending their names to lesser product lines. Pierre Cardin, once recognized as a status designer, lost nearly all credibility when his name began to appear on a wide variety of products aimed for mass distribution.
We suggest that here is where Hilton and Sheraton fell prey to loss of status. In particular, the two chains' decision to sell franchises particularly to roadside properties) ceded direct control over operating standards and exacted a cost in the form of loss of reputation? This issue bears directly on what may be a misstep by Four Seasons, which has agreed to franchise the Regent name to Carlson Hospitality. Hyatt, on the other hand, may have recognized that its old Hyatt House chain of roadside motels might dilute the status of its upscale, mainline hotels and dropped the concept in the 1970s.
The old and the understated.
As mass production has made possible replication of status symbols in quantity at affordable prices, the need for genuineness and understated elegance to reinforce scarcity post-modern designs featuring marble and antiques become increasingly common, they lose their scarcity and therefore their status appeal, unless they are used in distinctive and original ways.
The role of originality.
Though tradition is important, respecting tradition does not create a license for stifling change. The seeming contradiction between ideals based in historical frames of reference and the need for originality is not as extreme as it may first appear. Part of the genuineness ideal comprises the unparalleled importance of being first in any enterprise or trend. The original article is, by definition, the genuine article, and that article need not defy historical reference to be original. Even in their modern, reasonably comfortable renditions, Jeep and Range Rover remain the genuine articles.
As any retailer knows, originality commands a price premium. Be it the "designer original" of haute couture or simply the first release of a product line, original 6lan is worth more to buyers than are copies or even the same articles offered some time later. Mercedes still commands higher prices than does Lexus, even though the Lexus may arguably be a better car.
In hotel terms, originality may be measured either as the first of a kind or as the first released. Hyatt's Portman-atrium hotels and Philippe Starck interiors command higher status than do copies. Companies "releasing" hotel products also gain status recognition from this originality ideal. While many copied Portman's designs for Hyatt, no company was ever so closely associated with that status ideal of the 1970s and 1980s. Similarly, Four Seasons's development of the postmodern ideal, although copied exactly by Ritz-Carlton, continues to be perceived as the original article by the buying public. Ritz's acquisi-32 CORM HOTELANDRESTAURANTADMINISTRATIONQUARTERLY tion of the managing contracts of some venerable hotels carrying the Ritz-Carlton name, such as the Ritz-Carlton in Montreal, and its reputed interest in European hotels carrying the Ritz or Carlton names could rearrange the balance of the historical equation in its favor. Although Four Seasons established the current post-modern ideal, RitzCarlton may be able to convince the public that it was indeed "first"if it is able to display these long-established status names alongside the names of its post-modern properties.
Status and Fashion
A product's social desirability is not immutable. In particular, once a product or service has been replicated often and has been experienced by a considerable mass of the population, that product or service ceases to fill the status need of differentiation-effectively, a status life cycle analogous to the destination life cycle. In particular, a change in fashion provides those of rank with the opportunity to purchase new originals.
Status theorists have chronicled the changes in status-symbol fashion over the last few decades. The socalled "radical chic" of the 1960s and 197Os, based as it was on apparent rejection of conspicuous consumption, seemed to threaten the concept of the status symbol. That wave passed, however, and status researchers documented consumers return to classical prestige status symbols during the 1980~.'~ That was followed in the 1990s by recognition of symbols based on physical comfort.34 Neither status theorists nor fashion theorists, however, have been able to establish a predictive model for what the next status symbol will look like.
The mutability of status fashion can be particularly devastating for relatively static products such as hotels, with their high fixed investments. Traditional American palacestyle hotels, for example, have gone in and out of fashion several times over the last few decades. Moreover, hotel fashion also involves aspects of the service offering.
While one generation may find the prospect of dancing the night away in a hotel ballroom to be the height of glamour, another generation may find the same prospect positively stifling. Thus, grand-dame hotels, famous hotel restaurants, and hotel nightclubs or ballrooms are all susceptible to changes in the prevailing sentiments and associations of the period.
The role of demographic changes. As we just indicated, status theorists have made scant progress in providing a predictive model of the evolution of status symbols. Although we do not pretend to have a definitive approach to predicting trends, we do believe that predictive insights might be found by considering the likely effects of changes in demographic characteristics, such as the age and life-cycle stage of the so-called baby boom generation. Emerging from their radical-chic "hippy" period, for example, the baby boomers in the 1980s embraced traditional prestige symbols as they dressed in power suits, ate power breakfasts, and ignited the real-estate market by purchasing ever-larger homes. Reaching their late 20s and 30s they felt the necessity of impressing others (including would-be spouses) with the importance of their positions and the attractiveness of their possessions. Moreover, they began to have the economic power to engage in conspicuous consumption. Entering middle age, however, the baby boomers see comfort itself as a status symbol.
Similarly, we would argue that comfort symbols such as luxury hotels may have gained in status during the 1990s precisely because yuppies' dreams of early retirement in sumptuous urban quarters complemented by ownership of private vacation homes fell short of the mark. In addition, we suggest that the 1960s' destruction of traditional palace hotels in favor of city motels, the rise of Hyatt and the stunning Portman atriums in the early 197Os, the emergence of Four Seasons and the post-modern ideal in the 198Os, and the success of that company's comfortable properties continuing into the 199Os, are all indications that baby boomers' status needs are influencing today's hotel offerings.
As the baby boomers' children begin to define status, society may experience a shift from comfort ideals toward those associated with youth, or the emergence of a broad division of the market into two camps. Fashion has already rediscovered radical chic, with its torn clothes and nominal rejection of creature comforts, consistent with youthful fancy, denial of tradition, and limited buying power. Likewise, the boutique hotel environment has been divided along lines of comfort (e.g., the Lowell hotel) and trend (e.g.. Schrager's properties). giving some credence to this approach to understanding status-symbol evolution.
Case Study I: Four Seasons New York
In the following sections, we review the general principles of status as they apply to hotels by examining the cases of the Four Seasons New York and the Four Seasons Boston." l 5 The Four Seasons hotel is rated as the city's finest property III both New York and Boston by both Cmdh Xk~r Tmweter (1998, p. 213) and ~~~s~i~~~t;~~~~~ Imwor ("The Top 75 Hotels," Vol. 32, No. 9 [Septembrr 19981, pp. 181-184) . Those hotels have been rated as their city's best o&ring on both polls for several years.
F~brua~ 1399 l 33 Four Seasons's success in these venues provides a study in the evolution of status.
Four Seasons has been represented in New York for many years through its management of the Hotel Pierre. To New York hotel aficionados, the Pierre held the perennial second-place position among the city's hotel offerings-just behind the seemingly untouchable Hotel Carlyle. Despite Four Seasons's growing national and international recognition as a status provider, the Four Seasons affiliation did little to alter the public's perception of the Pierre's status. Perhaps because its owners insisted on retaining the name "Hotel Pierre," perhaps because its actual product did not substantially change despite new management, or perhaps because Four Seasons took over the Pierre before the chain's reputation for quality and status had completely emerged, the Pierre was never truly seen as the New York Four Seasons.
For generations, NewYork's Hotel Carlyle was recognized as the c&me-de-la-c&me of the city's hotelery.j6 With that status, the Carlyle's average rate and occupancy for transient rooms was, for many years, unparalleled throughout America.37 The vast majority of the hotel's 800 or so rooms were permanently leased, serving as town accommodations for New York's "town and country" set in a period between the outright ownership of brownstones or mansions and the development of condominiums.
The arrangement excluded certain market segments, notably institutional sh Author Jeffrey Catrett was employed in management positions in the New York hotel industry during 1983-1984 and 1987-1988 . During this time he was in close contact with a number of top managers who had been part of the New York hotel scene for long periods.
s' This information was noted by the Carlyle's rooms-division manager and general manager in interviews in 1987.
investors from "working classes." For this reason, the Carlyle did not appear on Instittrtional Irivestor? annual "Top 50 Hotels" (now "Top 75 Hotels") ranking until 1988, when (as hotel markets changed) the hotel began to alter its mix to include top corporate clients.3n In 1988 the hotel was selected as the best hotel in America and twelfth best in the world. Two years later the Carlyle dropped to 48th place among international hotels in spite of a major renovation, but it maintained its top ranking among New York hotels for the ensuing five years.
While its permanent suites (now condominiums) are palatial, the Carlyle's transient rooms are noticeably smaller than those of other properties, a condition also suffered by the Pierre. Despite the fact that industry surveys were already linking room size and comfort to guest satisfaction, the Carlyle managed to maintain its status in the face of a number of extraordinary entries into the New York market during the late 1980s and early 1990s (e.g., Ritz-Carlton, Peninsula, Trusthouse Fort&S Plaza Athenke, Grand Bay/ Michelangelo, and Stanhope), all.of which offered superior room size and comfort.39
The 1994 arrival of the new Four Seasons New York dramatically and abruptly changed the city's traditional status balance. Originally designed to be the new Regent, the hotel dominated national status surveys for New York hotels within a year of its opening. The Four Seasons New York ranks as the top Investor, "The Top 50 Hotels," September 1988.
39 During a 1990 tour of the Carlyle, the assistant manager explained that the hotel was attracting substantially more corporate guests than previously and that the property was experiencing customer-satisfaction problems because of room size despite the recent renovation.
The assistant manager specifically cited many of the hotels named here as dangerous new competitors with larger room offerings. hotel in New York on both the Institutional Investor blue-ribbon panel and Condk Nast Traveler readers' choice polls, despite the Carlyle's resurgence in recent poll~.~O Through the combination of name recognition and new product offering, the Four Seasons New York effectively knocked the Hotel Carlyle from its long-held statusleadership pedestal.
Case Study II: Four Seasons Boston
An analysis of the Boston hotelery during the period of the late 1980s is equally intriguing."' Prior to 1980, Boston's luxury offerings were the perennial status leader, the RitzCarlton; the grande dame palace hotel, the Copley Plaza; and the country's oldest continually operating hotel, the (Omni) Parker House. The unprecedented luxury-hotel building boom of the 1980s witnessed the addition of eight luxury properties to the city's hotel supply within a five-year period, including the offering of products infinitely superior to the Ritz-Carlton's venerable though threadbare accommodation.42 Nevertheless, no new entry was able to challenge the Ritz-Carlton for status supremacy until the arrival of the Four Seasons Boston in late 1985.
Initially the Four Seasons was considered a relative failure, and the Ritz-Carlton's status leadership remained unquestioned. 
Discounting Rears Its Ugly Head
One of the chief propositions of the accompanying article is that a brand seeking luxury status should maintain its price standing, rather than discount prices to increase business (and thus become too attainable). A January 1999 announcement from Four Seasons, however, indicates that its New York property will depart from that stance and offer discounts in certain months. The discounts for the hotel's top accommodations represent a 2bpercent reduction of rack rates, but that does not make the hotel inexpensive by most measures. Instead of charging between $550 and $650 per night, the hotel offers its superior and deluxe rooms for $415 to $495 during NYC's normally slow months of January, February, March, July, and August. The rate cuts are puzzling, since New York City has been enjoying occupancy levels approaching 90 percent, according to statistics from PricewaterhouseCoopers. Essentially, the city was sold out for the last quarter of 1996. Even with the discounts, however, those rooms at the Four Seasons New York will still cost far more than the average NYC hotel room, which was going for a mere $245 in the fourth quarter of 1996.-G. W.
clientele. Thus, its offering remains relatively scarce.46 2. People pay premiums to secure status recognition (I/ebkn e&t), and discounting may undermine the scarcity and social desirability of a product or service. Four Seasons maintains its price integrity long enough for its markets to develop, and will close a hotel before it will compromise its price position. The Four Seasons Boston faced limited occupancy rather than discount to attract massmarket groups. From this period, it emerged as a high-price status leader over competitors with similar products. Although the Peninsula New York in 1993 proudly advertised in Hotel G Travel Index that it had the highest rack rates of any hotel in the city, its willingness to discount added to its status woes (along with other factors that we discuss momentarily). Unlike many of its competitors (e.g., Forte, Hilton, Marriott, Meridien, Omni, Sheraton, and Swissotel), Four Seasons is not associated with any lower-rated or lower-price brands.47
3. Uncompromising quality is important in status expression, although this is not the sole requirement for status. Four Seasons has from its inception been associated with uncompromising quality. In contrast, despite its general excellence, Ritz-Carlton was for many years operated as two disjointed companies, the Johnson company and the Coleman company, and there were also many Ritz hotels, Carlton hotels, and even franchised Ritz-Carltons that had nothing to do with either Johnson or Coleman. Consequently, the name developed little brand recognition and suffered from differing levels of quality.4s
While Ritz has invested heavily in quality improvements, its ratings relative to Four Seasons properties in Institutional Investor and Condo? Nast polls have not changed. This is not to say that the hotels are not highly rated, as many Ritz-Carlton properties appear on both lists. The fact remains that Four Seasons still outperforms Ritz in these highly subjective ratings.
4. Status symbols must be recognized across substantial populations to be e&c-tive. As suggested above, Four Seasons has achieved but not exceeded the critical mass necessary for status recognition in North America. Although other companies may present a product that is scarcerfor example, independents like the Carlyle are scarcest of all-their failure to achieve sufficient recognition across the broad population undermines their status. Although a hotel may be a gem, staying at that hotel may not be impressive to one's 
